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1
PROCESS AND APPARATUS FOR THE
PRE-TREATMENT OF BIOMASS

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

The present applicationis a35 U.S.C. §371 National Phase
conversion of PCT/ES2010/070226, filed Apr. 14, 2010,
which claims benefit of Spanish Application No.
P200930913, filed Oct. 27, 2009, the disclosures of which are
incorporated herein by reference.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to a process and installation
for the pretreatment of biomass coming from any organic
material source. The pretreated biomass can then be subjected
to biological treatment for the production of bioethanol or
biogas.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

For obtaining biofuels from biomass it is necessary for
bacteria and enzymes to attack the hemicellulose and cellu-
lose thereof to transform them into bioethanol or biogas.
Hemicellulose and cellulose are protected by lignin, a fiber
enveloping them and preventing said biological attack.
Therefore the first step for obtaining biofuel is to pretreat the
biomass to break the lignin and to make the hemicellulose and
cellulose accessible to the bacteria and enzymes.

It is known in the state of the art that treatment of organic
material at a temperature comprised between 160-240° C.
causes the hydrolysis of a significant part of the organic
material, therefore a process for thermal pretreatment of
organic wastes, wood, etc has been developed. In the case of
obtaining biofuels which currently form an important alter-
native to fossil fuels, a pretreatment of the biomass to be used
considerably increases the conversion to the same which is of
great economic and industrial interest.

Various processes for the pretreatment of biomass which
are classified into chemical and thermal pretreatments are
known, among which the process of vapor explosion which
can be carried out in a conventional flash tank must be high-
lighted. In this sense W096/09882 describes a pretreatment
of’biomass to break the lignin, based on the thermal explosion
which consists of subjecting the biomass to heating and high
pressure for suddenly releasing the pressure whereby the
water retained inside the biomass explodes, breaking the lig-
nin barrier and releasing the hemicellulose and cellulose on
which bacteria and enzymes can then act. However, among
other drawbacks, this process is not a continuous process and
only around 50% of the invested energy is recovered in the
process for pretreatment whereby the resulting energy bal-
ance is poor and the energy consumption needed to produce
bioethanol or biogas is high.

Therefore and due to the increasing interest in biofuels, the
need in the state of the art to provide an alternative process for
the pretreatment of biomass which is efficient from an energy
point of view and is therefore interesting to put it into practice
at the industrial level continues to exist.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 shows a flow chart of a particular embodiment of the
process of the invention and a particular embodiment of the
installation of the invention to put it into practice.

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

2

FIG. 2 shows a flow chart of a particular embodiment of the
process of the invention and a particular embodiment of the
installation of the invention to put it into practice.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

The invention is described in detail below referring to
FIGS. 1 and 2.

In a first aspect, the invention relates to a new process for
the pretreatment of biomass comprising the following steps:

a) heating the biomass to a temperature equal to or lower
than 110° C. in an exchanger H1;

b) heating the biomass obtained in step a) to a temperature
comprised between 150 and 175° C. in a scraped surface
exchanger H2;

¢) thermal hydrolyzing the biomass obtained in step b) ata
temperature comprised between 150 and 175° C.; and

d) cooling the thermal hydrolyzed biomass for the subse-
quent biological treatment thereof.

The biomass used in the process is previously grinded and
can come from any organic material source, for example,
plant wastes, wood, etc., and is initially at room temperature
of around 20° C.

In a particular embodiment of the process of the invention
which is outlined in FIG. 1, step a) is performed in an
exchanger H1 in which the biomass reaches a temperature of
around 110° C. It is important to control this temperature at
the outlet of H1. The heat needed for this step a) comes from
the hot water generated in a scraped surface exchanger H4.
The hot water, generally at 130° C. is conducted by suitable
means from H4 to H1. Once the heat is transferred to the
biomass, the water cooled to 40° C. returns from H1 to H4.

The biomass at 110° C. is then carried to a scraped surface
exchanger H2 where step b), according to which it is heated
until reaching a temperature comprised between 150 and
175° C., takes place.

Thermal oil and an exchanger H3 connected to the scraped
surface exchanger H2 between which the thermal oil leaving
from H3 towards H2 at 230° C. and from H2 to H3 at 210° C.
circulates, is used for heating the biomass in H2. In a particu-
lar embodiment, exhaust gases produced in some other point
of the installation are used for heating the thermal oil. In
another particular embodiment, H2 can be alternatively
heated, for example by means of vapor from a boiler thus
eliminating the use of exchanger H3 in the installation of the
invention.

It is important at this point to prevent the evaporation of
water from the biomass, therefore a pressure comprised
between 6 and 8 bar is maintained whereas the biomass is at
high temperature (between 150 and 175° C.) during the pro-
cess of the invention.

The biomass leaving H2 is carried to a maintenance area
M1 where step c¢) of thermal hydrolyzing the biomass at
pressure and a temperature comprised between 150 and 175°
C. and during a predetermined time takes place.

The thermal hydrolyzed biomass is cooled in step d) until
reaching a temperature of 60° C. in the scraped surface
exchanger H4, using cooled water coming from the
exchanger H1 as has been mentioned above. In a particular
embodiment a water loop which allows transporting heat
between H1 and H4 is used. This combination can be defined
as a direct energy recovery system and contributes in an
essential manner to the improved energy yield with respect to
other processes of the technique.

The biomass cooled to 60° C. is continuously cooled in H4
to a temperature of 40° C. in an exchanger H5, temperature at
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which generally the biological processes with enzymes and
bacteria take place in a suitable tank.

In this particular embodiment of the process of the inven-
tion the exchangers H1 and H5 are of conventional type,
particularly of tube in tube type, whereas the exchangers H2
and H4 are scraped surface exchangers. At temperatures
greater than 110° C., the use of conventional tubular exchang-
ers would involve the need of stopping the process for clean-
ing and removing the internal fouling. However the use of the
scraped surface exchangers H2 and H4 allows carrying out
the process of the invention continuously since the wall is
continuously cleaned and the optimum heat exchange thereof
is further assured. Thus fouling is prevented, the operation
can be continuous which improves and facilitates the process.

In another particular embodiment of the process of the
invention which is outlined in FIG. 2, step a) is performed in
an exchanger H1 in which the biomass reaches a temperature
of around 70-80° C. and in which the heat needed for the
heating thereof comes from the water vapor generated at 100°
C. in a flash tank F1.

The biomass at 70-80° C. is carried to the scraped surface
exchanger H2 where step b) according to which it is heated to
reach a temperature comprised between 150 and 175° C.
takes place.

Thermal oil and an exchanger H3 connected to the scraped
surface exchanger H2 between which the thermal oil leaving
from H3 towards H2 heated at 230° C. and from H2 to H3
cooled to 210° C. circulates, is used for heating the biomass in
H2. In a particular embodiment, exhaust gases produced in
some other point of the installation are used for heating the
thermal oil. In another particular embodiment, H2 can be
alternatively heated, for example by means of vapor from a
boiler thus eliminating the use of exchanger H3 in the instal-
lation of the invention.

It is important at this point to prevent the evaporation of
water from the biomass, therefore a pressure comprised
between 6 and 8 bar is maintained whereas the biomass is at
high temperature (between 150 and 175° C.).

The biomass leaving H2 is carried to a maintenance area
M1 where step c¢) of thermal hydrolyzing the biomass at
pressure and at a temperature comprised between 150 and
175° C. and during a predetermined time takes place.

According to this particular embodiment of the invention,
the process further comprises a vapor explosion of the ther-
mal hydrolyzed biomass in step ¢) taking place in a flash tank
F1. This step further reduces the particle size of the thermal
hydrolyzed biomass and serves for generating heat which is
used in step a). Between the thermal hydrolysis and vapor
explosion, the pressure of the thermal hydrolyzed biomass is
reduced to atmospheric pressure. To that end the installation
is provided with a pressurized valve. The biomass enters the
flash tank F1 in a radial manner and the lowering of pressure
causes the evaporation of large amount of water from the
biomass. Thus water vapor which is conducted at 100° C.
temperature to the exchanger H1 is generated for the use
thereof. In this sense the combination of H1 and F1 allows
recovering a large amount of energy. The biomass is driven to
the exchanger H4 from which it leaves at 40° C. for its
subsequent biological treatment in a suitable tank. For this
final exchange cooling water from the water system of the
installation is used.

The process of the invention allows recovering a percent-
age comprised between 70 and 76% of the energy used for
thermal hydrolyzing said organic material. Furthermore the
process of the invention is based on an indirect heating using
heat exchangers of which at least one of them is a scraped
surface heat exchanger which allows its continuous put into
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practice. The process does not use chemical additives nor
does it need additional water supply. In this sense the water
content of the biomass is maintained such which the same
amount of water as the amount obtained enters.

Another object of the present invention relates to a suitable
installation to carry out the process of the invention, compris-
ing at least one scraped surface exchanger and a combination
of determined elements such as detailed below, referring to
FIGS. 1 and 2 which allow obtaining a high energy balance in
the process of the invention.

The installation, hereinafter installation of the invention,
comprises among other elements means for supplying the
biomass; at least one pump 1 driving the biomass throughout
the installation, as well as means for controlling and main-
taining the pumping speed, a pressurized valve 2 for main-
taining the suitable pressure to carry out the process of the
invention; a tank 3 for the pretreated product obtained; and
means for measuring and controlling the temperatures.

The installation of the invention comprises a maintenance
area M1 where the thermal hydrolysis at high temperature and
pressure takes place. In a particular embodiment, this area is
a long coil through which the biomass is kept circulating a
determined time.

The installation of the invention also comprises at least one
scraped surface exchanger for the area in which the biomass
is at high temperatures of between 150 and 175° C. and which
prevents fouling. This exchanger can be acquired commer-
cially (Unicus® HRS).

In a particular embodiment the installation of the invention
which is depicted in FIG. 1 comprises the following elements
in series:

(1) an exchanger H1;

(ii) a scraped surface exchanger H2;

(ii1) a maintenance area M1;

(iv) a scraped surface exchanger H4; and

(v) an exchanger H5.

The exchanger H1 is connected with the scraped surface
exchanger H4 through means that transport cooled water
from H1 to the scraped surface exchanger H4 and hot water
from H4 to H1. The cooled water is at approximately 40° C.
and the hot water 130° C.

In a particular embodiment, the scraped surface exchanger
H2 is connected to an multitubular conventional type
exchanger H3 by means that transport hot thermal oil at an
approximate temperature of 230° C. towards H2 and means
which allow the return of said thermal oil cooled to a tem-
perature of approximately 210° C. The heat needed for the
heating of the thermal oil comes from exhaust gases of some
point of the installation. In an alternative embodiment,
instead of H3 vapor from a boiler is used.

The biomass leaves H2 at high temperature comprised
between 150 and 175° C., enters the maintenance area M1
where the thermal hydrolysis is carried out and then enters the
scraped surface exchanger H4 where heat is exchanged with
H1 such that the thermal hydrolyzed biomass leaves H4 at a
temperature of approximately 60° C.

Then, the hydrolyzed biomass is cooled to 40° C. in the HS
exchanger using cooling water coming from the water system
of the installation and is carried to a tank for the subsequent
biological treatment thereof.

In this particular embodiment H1 and HS are conventional
tube in tube exchangers and H2 and H4 are scraped surface
exchangers. Furthermore, the installation is provided with
means for maintaining a pressure comprised between 6 and 8
bar within the area of the installation where the biomass is at
high temperature, ie., from the exchanger H2 to the
exchanger H4 including both.
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In another particular embodiment the installation of the
invention (FIG. 2) comprises the following elements in series
to carry out the process of the invention:

(1) an exchanger H1;

(ii) a scraped surface exchanger H2;

(iii) a maintenance area M1;

(iv) a flash tank F1; and

(v) an exchanger H4.

The installation comprises means for transporting water
vapor generated at 100° C. in the flash tank F1 to the
exchanger H1 where said heat is used for heating the biomass
entering at approximately 20° C. to a temperature typically of
70° C.

The biomass is conducted to a connected scraped surface
exchanger H2, in a particular embodiment, to a multitubular
conventional type exchanger H3 by means that transport hot
thermal oil at an approximate temperature of 230° C. towards
H2 and means which allow the return of said thermal oil
cooled to a temperature of approximately 210° C. The heat
needed for heating the thermal oil comes from exhaust gases
of some point of the installation. In an alternative embodi-
ment, instead of H3 vapor from a boiler is used.

The biomass leaves H2 at a temperature between 150 and
175° C. and enters the maintenance area M1 where the ther-
mal hydrolysis is carried out. The biomass leaving at pressure
between 6 and 8 bar of M1 enters a flash tank F1 at atmo-
spheric pressure as a result of a depressurized valve located
between M1 and F1. The vapor explosion takes place in F1,
generating water vapor which leaves at 100° C. towards the
exchanger H1 and which is used for heating the biomass in H1
recovering energy. The thermal hydrolyzed biomass which is
driven towards the exchanger H4 by means of a pump leaves
F1 at 100° C.

The exchanger H4 uses cooling water coming from the
water system of the installation for cooling the hydrolyzed
biomass. In H4 the thermal hydrolyzed biomass is cooled and
leaves at 40° C. towards a tank where the biological treatment
can be carried out.

The installation, as has been previously mentioned, is pro-
vided with a pressurized valve for maintaining a pressure
comprised between 6 and 8 bar within the area of the instal-
lation from the exchanger H2 included up to the inlet in the
flash tank F1.
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The invention claimed is:

1. A process for the pretreatment of biomass comprising
the following steps:

a) heating the biomass to a temperature of no more than

110° C and at least 100° C. in a first exchanger, wherein
the heat needed comes from the hot water generated in a
second scraped surface exchanger;

b) heating the biomass obtained in step a) to a temperature
between 150 and 175° C. in a first scraped surface
exchanger at a pressure between 0.6-0.8MPa (6-8 bar);

¢) thermal hydrolyzing the biomass obtained in step b) ata
temperature between 150 and 175° C. at a pressure
between 0.6-0.8 MPa (6-8 bar) in a maintenance area;
and

d) cooling the thermal hydrolyzed biomass for the subse-
quent biological treatment thereof to a temperature
equal to or lower than 60° C. in the second scraped
surface exchanger with cooled water from the first
exchanger and which is then cooled to a temperature of
40° C. in a second exchanger.

2. The process for the pretreatment of biomass according to
claim 1 wherein the process further comprises providing an
installation for pretreatment of the biomass, said installation:

comprising means that transport cooled water from the first
exchanger to the second scraped surface exchanger and
hot water from the second scraped surface exchanger to
the first exchanger, and

means for maintaining a pressure between 0.6-0.8 MPa (6
and 8 bar) within the area of the installation from the first
scraped surface exchanger to the second scraped surface
exchanger including both, and

wherein the second exchanger uses cooling water coming
from the water system of the installation for cooling the
thermal hydrolyzed biomass to 40° C.

3. The process for the pretreatment of biomass according to
claim 2, wherein the first scraped surface exchanger is con-
nected with a third exchanger by means that transport thermal
oil heated at 230° C. from the third exchanger to the first
scraped surface exchanger and thermal oil cooled to 210° C.
from the first scraped surface exchanger to the third
exchanger.



